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SIR JOHN IN LOVE - A NOTE 


Vaughan Williams' second opera, SIR JOHN IN LOVE, was premiered at 
the Royal Academy of Music in 1929 under the direction of Sir 
Malcolm Sargent; Sadler's Wells gave the first professional production 
in 1946, Shakesneare's comedy, THE MERRY WIVES OF WINDSOR, provides 
the basis of the plot and most of the text. when the composer felt 
the need for lyrical expansion, he drew on the vast harvest of 
Elizabethan poetry - verses of fame and notable beautu. 

There 1s a tradition that Shakespeare wrote the play to satisfy a 
desire of Queen Elizabeth I to see Sir John Falstaff in an amorous 
intrigue. True or not, the vicissitudes of the fat knight and his 
extraordinary companions have proven irresistible operatic material 
from.Saiieri .€o Verdi. On this matter it is best to let the composer 
speak for himself; his approach to the opera is frankly outlined in 
the preface to the score: 


"To write yet another opera about Falstaff at this time of 
day may seem the height of impertinence, for one appears to 
be entering into competition with three great men - 
Shakespeare, Verdi and Holst. With regard to Shakespeare 

my only excuse can be that he is fair game, like the Bible, 
and may be made use of nowadays even for advertisements of 
soap and razors, 

"I hope that it may be possible to consider that even Verdi's 
masterpiece does not exhaust all the possibilities of 
Shakespeare's genius. And I hope I have treated Holst with 
the sincerest flattery not only in imitating his choice of 
Falstaff as the subject of an opera but in imitating his use 
of English folk-tunes in the texture of the music..." 

"My chief object in SIR JOHN IN LOVE has been to fit this 
wonderful comedy with, I trust, not unpleasant music. In the 
matter of the use of folk-tunes, they only appear occasionally 
and their titles have no dramatic relevancy (except possibly 
in the case of ‘John, come kiss me now’). When a particular 
folk-tune appeared to me to be the fitting accompaniment to 
the situation, I have used it. When I could not find a 
suitable folk-tune, I have made shift to make up something 
of my own. I therefore offer no apology for the occasional 
use of a folk-song to enhance a dramatic point. If the result 
is successful I feel justified; if not, no amount of 
‘originality’ will save the situation..." — 
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In the past years the Faculty of Music has presented to the community 
a rich variety of concerts, recitals, lectures and opera productions. 
Many of these are offered free of charge; ticket prices for the rest 
are kept as low as possible and do not begin to cover the actual costs. 


As we present the 1984-5 season and plan the next, we are still faced 
with budget constraints that might reduce the number of events we can 
continue to'offer. To maintain the current level of activity and to 
ensure that our gifted students may continue to perform before the 
public during their years of study at the Faculty, we seek your support. 


While unrestricted gifts permit the greatest flexibility, you may direct 
your contribution to be used for a specific purpose. Please send your 
cheque, payable to the University of Toronto, to the FACULTY OF MUSIC, 

O Queen's Park Crescent, Toronto, M5S 1Al. Include your full name 

and mailing address for income tax receipt purposes. All gifts to the 
Faculty of Music are tax deductible. : 


Gustav Cramaga, Dean 
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NEXT OPERA EVENT: 


OPERA EXCERPTS, April 27, April 28, May 2, May 4, 1984 
8:00 p.m., MacMillan Theatre 


Unreserved tickets available from the Box Office from 5:00 p.m. on the 
evening of each performance. Tickets are $3.00 each. 


NEXT EVENT: 


Helena Bowkun, piano, Walter Hall, 8:00 p.m., March 11, 1984, free. 





SIR JOHN IN LOVE - SYNOPSIS OF THE PLOT 


Act I: Scene I - A Street in Windsor - midday 


As the curtain rises Justice Robert Shallow and Sir Hugh Evans are converging on the 
house of Mr. George Page in search of Sir John Falstaff. They have grievances against 
the knight and as they pour out their woes to Page, Shallow's nephew, Slender, continues 
to work on a love-sonnet to Page's daughter, Anne. Presently Sir John issues from the 
house and makes short work of his antagonists. The ensuing hubbub also involves the 
knight's rascally companions, Bardolph, Nym and Pistol and is broken off by the entrance 
of Anne Page, her mother and Mrs. Ford. Courtesies are exchanged and Mr. Page invites 
all into his house to "drink down all unkindness". Shallow is distracted from his tirade 
against Falstaff by Evans' suggestion of a possible marriage between Slender and Anne. 
Slender's servant, Peter Simple, is enlisted as a messenger and is sent to Mrs. Quickly, 
housekeeper to the fiery Dr. Caius, to gain her aid in the proposed matchmaking. With 
some difficulty, Anne Page manages to get the three extraordinary gentlemen into the 
house. She sadly contemplates marriage to Slender - her father's choice of husband. The 
man she really loves - Fenton, a courtier, (and therefore not socially suitable as a 
husband) arrives and the young people have only a few moments together before her father 
calls her into the house. A bizarre procession arrives - Dr. Caius, his servant Rugby 
and Mrs. Quickly. While doctor and servant are momentarily preoccupied, Peter Simple 
slips the letter from Shallow and Evans to Mrs. Quickly. Caius realizes that something 
is amiss and when Simple blurts out the truth - that he has brought a letter to 

Mrs. Quickly to speak a good word for Evans to Anne - the Frenchman becomes furious and 
threatens to cut Evans' throat in a duel. When the commotion ends, Dr. Caius declares 
that he himself will marry Anne Page and is assured by Mrs. Quickly that Anne loves him 
and "all will be well". Fenton, who has overheard everything, gains a similar assurance 
from the resourceful housekeeper. Knavery returns with the appearance of Bardolph, Nym 
and Pistol - thoroughly parched from a successful thieving expedition. Falstaff, aware 
of his diminishing financial resources, cuts the rejoicing short with the announcement 
that he means to make love to Ford's wife. Ignoring the general consternation, he adds 
that he is convinced that Mrs. Page has also given him the "good-eye". Since both women 
appear to have easy access to their husbands' purse-strings, he has prepared two love- 
letters and expects immediate delivery of them. Pistol and Nym, with suddenly developed 
consciences, refuse to carry the messages. In disgust, Falstaff drives them off and 
enlists the service of his page, Robin. Pistol and Nym intercept Mr. Ford and reveal 
the projected designs on his wife. Ford, enraged by the threat of cuckoldry, resolves 
to take revenge. 


Seene II —- A Room in Page's House —- that afternoon 


Falstaff's letter has been delivered to Mrs. Page and her angry outburst at his effrontery 
is interrupted by Mrs. Ford who has received a similar message. As the two outraged 
women compare letters, Mrs. Quickly happens by and, equally scandalized by the knight's* 
behaviour, joins in a plan for vengeance. 


ACT IT: Scene I -— The Garter Inn - early the next morning 


Falstaff is enjoying a morning draught of sack when Mrs. Quickly arrives to tell him 


that Mrs. Ford will be happy to receive him "between ten and eleven" - when her husband 
is out. She adds that Mrs. Page, too, would welcome his advances one day, but "her 
husband is seldom from home". Falstaff's rejoicing at the news is interrupted by the 


arrival of a certain Mr. Brook (i.e. Ford). The visitor reveals that he is hopelessly 


in love with Mrs. Ford and suggests that the knight's vast experience and expertise i 


in such matters might well pave the way for others. A sum of money would defray any 
expenses that Sir John mightxencounter as he proves that the lady's virtue is not 
impregnable. Puzzled but agreeable, Falstaff reveals to the wretched man that an 
appointment has already been set. Ford's sudden outburst of jealous rage is interrupted 
by Dr. Caius in search of the host of the Garter Inn. The plans for a duel with Pastor 
Evans are revealed and the host persuades Ford to attend the event. As they leave, 

Sir John, in his best attire, sets off for his meeting with Alice Ford. 


SIR JOHN IN LOVE (cont'd.) 2. 


Scene II - A Field near Windsor - later 


Fenton and the host of the Garter are discussing the young man's prospects for the hand 
of Anne. As Fenton enlists the host's help, Anne and a group of her friends arrive. 

The host extolls Fenton's virtues but Anne teasingly suggests that he should "woo for 
himself''. She then reveals to the host that she has told her mother that she will 

marry Dr. Caius and at the same time promised her father that Mr. Slender will win her 
hand. Fenton declares that neither suitor will be successful and the host promises 
that, with his help, they may wed that very night. Presently a doleful Sir Hugh Evans 
arrives to take up the challenge of Dr. Caius. The duel is an ill-matched affair and 

is quickly cut short by the host. As a church bell sounds the hour of ten, Ford invites 
the company to his house where he promises them sport hunting a "monster". 


Scene III - A Room in Ford's House - "hetween ten and eleven"! 


Mrs. Ford and Mrs. Page instruct the servants that, when ordered, they are to take the 
laundry basket and empty it into a muddy ditch near the Thames. When Mrs. Quickly 
announces the arrival of Falstaff, she and Mrs. Page hide while Mrs. Ford lies seductively 
on a couch. Sir John enters and, thinking her asleep, begins a passionate love-song. 
Mrs. Ford, pretending to dream of the fat knight, appears to be yielding whereupon 

Mrs. Quickly, as arranged, runs in to say that Mrs. Page is coming. Falstaff hides and 
Mrs. Page, feigning great agitation, announces Ford's supposed arrival. To the horror 
of the women, the enraged husband and his followers do indeed appear as Falstaff escapes 
detection in the laundry basket. While the rest of the house is searched, the women 
manage to get rid of basket and knight together and Mrs. Page conceals herself behind 

a curtain. Becoming suspicious, Ford tears it aside and all are astonished by the 
appearance of Mrs. Page who points out that "wives may be merry" and still remain 
honest. 


Act III: Scene I - Ford's Garden - early evening 


The opera's final act opens with a moving scene of reconciliation between Mr. and Mrs. 
Ford. The Pages and some of the other conspirators discuss the details of a new plot 
as the Merry Wives feel that the knight's punishment has been too lenient. Mrs. Page 
relates the tale of Herne the Hunter whose ghost roams Windsor Forest at midnight; 
Falstaff will be lured there and further chastisement will be inflicted. The Pages, 
however, have a more serious plot to occupy them: Mrs. Page informs Caius that Anne 
will be "in green'' and Mr. Page tells Slender she will be "in white''. Each urges the 
chosen suitor to steal away and marry Anne at the height of the revels. The evening, 
draws on and all hurry off to prepare for Falstaff's final humiliation. 


Scene II - Windsor Forest - midnight 


At the stroke of midnight Sir John arrives at Herne's Oak. Faintly depressed by the 
ducking in the river, his spirits soar as Mrs. Page and Mrs. Ford seem to fall into 

his arms. When goblins, fairies and elves appear on every side, Falstaff is terrified 
into a state of exhaustion. He revives as the maskers, one by one, reveal themselves. 
In the midst of the previous confusion, Caius has darted away with a fairy "in green" - 
actually the page, Robin; Slender, equally fleet, has made off with a fairy "in white" - 
the young son of Meg and George Page. The complicated situation is finally resolved 
with the entrance of the newly- married Anne and Fenton. Sir John manages to turn aside 
parental wrath and with good humour sums up the evening's shenanigans with his final 
comment: "whether men do laugh or weep...there is underneath the sun nothing in true 
earnest done - and the world is but a niay". 
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